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Abstract 
The present research explores the impact that cognates, that is, words which share formal and often semantic features in the L1 
and the L2, may have on the understanding and acquisition of legal English terminology. To that end, a DDL experiment was 
carried out using two corpora, one of them the BLaRC, an 8.85 million-word collection of judicial decisions issued by British 
courts, and the LACELL, a general English corpus of 21 million words. 56 first-year Spanish Law students were asked to translate 
12 legal terms, 10 of which were English/Spanish cognates. The results showed that, as it was indeed expected, the higher the 
students’ proficiency level (they were administered a level test prior to the experiment), the higher their rate of success in 
providing correct answers. This was so both for the general and specialised fields proving that partial semantic equivalence 
between cognates did pose certain difficulties in their understanding even for the higher level groups.  
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1. Introduction 
In spite of the fact that teaching methods based on the comparison between the learners’ L1 and L2 are often 
regarded as obsolete, cognates, that is, words which have a common etymological origin both in the L1 and the L2 
and also share formal and sometimes semantic features, still remain a challenge for ESL and ESAP† practitioners. 
As it will be illustrated below, this peculiarity of the language becomes particularly remarkable in legal English and 
Spanish, which are highly influenced by Latin terminology for historical reasons. Despite the fact that English and 
Spanish pertain to different language families (Germanic and Romanic respectively), legal English was fed at 
different stages from Romanic languages, mostly French or directly Latin. As a matter of fact, the Spanish legal 
system is largely based on the Roman one, and so is its language. This “map of common influences” clearly reflects 
on the usage of cognates in both languages, which is one of the main reasons why this study was carried out. 
 
As demonstrated in this research, one of the major obstacles posed by this specific type of terms is the learning 
and usage of false cognates, that is, L2 words which look or sound very much –or exactly– the same as their L1 
equivalent, but whose meanings may not coincide. This might possibly be due to the common meaning they once 
shared, which later evolved into a different one either in the L1 or the L2, resulting into a partial overlap. 
 
As a result of the above, a decision was made to explore the possible difficulties generated in the acquisition of 
legal English cognates by Spanish speakers, specifically, first year students of the Law degree at the University of 
Murcia (Spain) who took a legal English course as one of their compulsory subjects. 
 
In this preliminary approach to this question, we specifically focused on false cognates through their recognition 
both in a specialised and a general context. In order to do so, two corpora were employed as the source to obtain 
such contexts from. One of these corpora is the BLaRC (the British Law Report Corpus), an 8.85 million-word legal 
English collection of judicial decisions designed and compiled by Marín (2014), the other one, the LACELL 
(Lingüística Aplicada Computancional, Enseñanza de Lenguas y Lexicografía), a 21 million-word general English 
corpus compiled and owned by the LACELL research group at the University of Murcia. 
 
Section 2 of this research introduces a literature review on the use of corpora in ESL and ESAP language 
instruction and also on the studies devoted to explore the presence and influence of cognates in these areas. In 
section 3, the methodology and research procedure are presented while the results and discussion are offered in 
section 4. Finally, section 5 includes the final remarks and major conclusions reached through this study.  
2. Literature review 
2.1. DDL studies on ESL and ESAP 
The advantages and disadvantages of the use of corpora in second language instruction have been widely 
discussed by scholars. On the whole, authors tend to favour their use as a learning tool or reference source, 
acknowledging their potential benefits but also their limitations. Regarding the advantages of the use of corpora in 
language teaching, various scholars (Johns, 1986; McEnery and Wilson, 1996; Sinclair, 2003; Hunston, 2007; 
Boulton, 2012) envisage them as a highly motivating and valuable resource which exposes learners to genuine 
instances of language usage. 
 
According to Johns (1986), who coins the term DDL (data-driven learning), by discovering the rules of the 
 
 
† English as a Second Language; English for Specific and Academic Purposes. 
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language underlying real samples, the students become “language detectives” (Johns, 1997: 101) and learn how to 
learn. In Boulton’s words, DDL methods contribute to develop learners’ autonomy, that is, by handling and 
analysing corpora, learners “come to their own conclusions” (Boulton, 2011: 563). 
 
In spite of the criticism by authors like Swales (1990) or Flowerdew (2009), the use of corpora is widespread for 
the teaching of ESL and ESAP. Nonetheless, as shown in Boulton’s (2010) review of over a hundred different 
empirical evaluations of DDL carried out in the last two decades, only two of them (Fan and Xun-feng, 2002; 
Hafner and Candlin, 2007) explore the field of legal English teaching. As a result, this study focuses on this specific 
branch of ESAP employing two corpora as the source to obtain the information from. 
2.2. Cognates and ESL/ESAP acquisition 
Both theoretical works and empirical evidence, coming mainly from the field of Applied Linguistics, offer hints 
on the difficulties cognates might pose in ESL and ESAP. Most of them have focused on the influence of false 
cognates on receptive skills (Cohen, Glasman, Rosenbaum-Cohen et al., 1979; Laufer, 1989; Holmes and Guerra 
Ramos, 1995; Haynes, 1995; Huckin and Bloch, 1995; Chamizo Domínguez, 1999; Roca Varela, 2014), with a few 
exceptions focusing on production (Fernández Toledo, 2010). 
 
The experimental research conducted by Cohen, Glasman, Rosenbaum-Cohen et al. (1979) among ESAP 
students of diverse knowledge fields revealed that the use of general terms in specialised contexts is one of the 
problem areas for the reading comprehension of academic texts. Laufer (1989) coined the expression deceptive 
transparency to refer to all these forms that look very much alike but differ in meaning in the L1 and the L2, taking 
into consideration affixes, idioms or false friends (i.e. false cognates). 
 
Along these lines, a more recent study by Roca Varela (2014) resorting to 1,000 Spanish native ESP learners led 
to similar results to those conducted by Huckin and Bloch (1995) or Holmes and Guerra Ramos (1995): high 
frequency false cognates led to comprehension mistakes despite the contextual cues that pointed to the right 
semantic meaning. 
 
Concerning production, in a small scale exploratory approach to cognates and writing, Fernández Toledo (2010) 
concluded that there seemed to exist a need to raise awareness among students on the likelihood of the false 
relationships among cognates in the L1 and the L2, especially when it came to specialised terms. 
 
Therefore, as a consequence of the variety of perspectives on this issue and its relevance within the field of 
language acquisition, we decided to explore it applying a corpus-based methodology given the scarceness of studies 
implementing this procedure in the field of legal English, as already justified above. 
3. Methodology 
3.1. Resources: BLaRC and LACELL 
In spite of the large number of authors who support the use of corpora as a useful ESAP teaching and learning 
resource, the number and accessibility of legal corpora is reduced, this is why the BLaRC was compiled by Marín 
(2014). The corpus was designed and gathered abiding by the standards of Corpus Linguistics established by 
Sinclair (2005) and McEnery and Xiao (2010) for general corpora and Pearson (1998) and Rea (2010) for 
specialised ones. 
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The BLaRC‡ is an 8.85 million-word legal corpus of law reports, that is, written collections of judicial decisions 
issued by British courts and tribunals. It was structured into five main sections depending on the jurisdictions of the 
British judicial system, that is, the geographical scope of its courts and tribunals, namely, Commonwealth countries, 
United Kingdom, England and Wales, Northern Ireland and Scotland, owing to terminological variation within each 
of these systems. 
 
In order for the learners to have access to corpus-based general English contexts, the corpus LACELL was used as 
source. It is a 21 million-word general English corpus including texts from both written and oral sources (only 10% 
of them) which reflect different varieties of English (American, Australian and British), this is why the non-British 
texts were removed from the corpus to avoid skewness in the results, thus varying in size from 21 to 14.6 million 
words. 
3.2. Procedure 
The experiment consisted in asking a group of 56 first-year Spanish Law students (doing a legal English course) 
to translate 12 legal terms (10 of which were cognates with total or partial semantic equivalence) which were 
included in a power-point presentation, as shown in figure 1. The main difficulty of the task lied in the fact that the 
terms were inserted in two different extracts (not adapted) taken from two language corpora. The students were 
expected to infer the meaning of the terms in every slide from the two contexts provided, differentiating the legal 
meaning from its general sense whenever there was no semantic equivalence. Owing to the big size of both corpora, 
especially the general one, the amount of concordances obtained in each case was considerably high, posing certain 
problems in their selection. 
 
 
Fig. 1. Power-point slide showing the legal and general contexts of track 
 
Prior to the meaning elicitation activity, the students were administered a placement test (a validated, reduced 
version of the Oxford Placement Test) with the purpose of taking into consideration their language competence level 
 
 
‡ It has recently been made accessible publicly on professor Tom Cobb’s website Lextutor (http://www.lextutor.ca/conc/eng), where it can be 
selected among a list of corpora for legal term queries. It is also available at Kilgarriff’s Sketch Engine website. 
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in the analysis of the results, in spite of the fact that, regardless of the results of the pre-test, they would all be shown 
the same material to carry out the experiment. The placement test showed that there were four different levels within 
the group, as shown by table 1. 
 
Table 1. Student groups according to CEFR level 
 
CEFR LEVEL§ NUMBER OF INFORMANTS 
A2 (pre-intermediate) 29 
B1 (intermediate) 16 
B2 (upper-intermediate) 4 
C1 (advanced) 5 
TOTAL 56 
 
As table 1 illustrates, the group of students with an upper-intermediate (B2) and advanced level (C1) was 
noticeably smaller than the pre-intermediate (A2) and intermediate ones (B1), which could be regarded as a possible 
cause for the lower rate of success in providing correct answers in the specialised field as a whole. This is why the 
results were also classified according to the students’ language level, with the purpose of studying the influence of 
this variable on their actual performance. 
 
The terms selected for the experiment were extracted automatically from the corpus applying Drouin’s (2003) 
TermoStat, a free online ATR (automatic term recognition) software which allowed us to retrieve a list of the most 
representative legal terms from the corpus, ranked according to the specificity score calculated by the software. 
Then, a selection was made based on the context shown by the concordances obtained using Scott’s (2008) 
Wordsmith 5.0 for the top 50 items on the list of terms generated by Drouin’s method. The terms were grouped 
according to several parameters. First, their etymological origin; second, their semantic equivalence in the L1 and 
the L2; and third, their presence among the most frequent 3,000 words from the BNC. Table 2 clarifies the criteria 
applied to classify the terms used in our experiment. 
 
Table 2. Term groups 
 
GROUP 1 (G1) GROUP 2 (G2) GROUP 3 (G3) GROUP 4 (G4) 
Legal terms with Latin origin 
(cognates) which are totally or 
almost totally equivalent in 
both the L1 and the L2. 
Included within the most 
frequent 3,000 words of the 
BNC 
Legal terms with no 
Latin origin (non-
cognates) which can be 
found among the most 
frequent 3,000 words 
of the BNC. 
Legal cognates with partial semantic 
equivalence between the L1 and the 
L2 only in the legal field. Their 
general usage is almost identical in 
both languages. Included in the most 
frequent 3,000 words of the BNC. 
Legal cognates with partial semantic 
equivalence between the L1 and the 
L2 only in the legal field. Their 
general usage is almost identical in 
both languages. Not present within 
the most frequent 3,000 words of the 
BNC 
    
4. Results and discussion 
The graph in figure 2 presents the results obtained after quantifying the number of correct answers produced by 
the 56 students. The test consisted in 24 questions on 12 different terms. The same term was included in a general 
and a specific context (without specifying it) and the students had to try to translate it as accurately as possible. The 
 
 
§  These levels correspond with the ones established in the Common European Framework of Reference for languages: 
http://www.coe.int/t/dg4/linguistic/cadre1_en.asp   
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answers were classified according the four CEFR levels mentioned in table 1. 
 
 
Fig. 2. Average correct answers per CEFR group 
 
The results obtained confirmed our initial hypothesis, since the number of correct answers per level group rose as 
the group level was higher. Figure 2 displays an increase from 9.65 (40.20%) correct answers on average by A2 
students to twice as much, 19.2 answers (80%), by C1 ones. Similarly, figure 3 shows the same tendency in the 
general field, displaying a climb in the general context from 6.3 correct answers (52.5%) in the A2 group to 10.4 
(86.6%) in the C1 group. 
 
Nevertheless, the results obtained in legal English are considerably worse, moving from 27.25% correct answers 
(A2) to 73.33% (C1), almost three times as much as the A2 group. This datum, as it was indeed to be expected, 
confirmed our belief that the students’ language competence level would necessarily condition their performance in 
the specialised field. 
Fig. 3. Average correct answers per CEFR group depending on the context 
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According to Nation (2001: 187), once “learners have mastered the 2,000-3,000 words of general usefulness, it is 
wise to direct vocabulary to more specialised areas”. In a way, this statement reflects itself on the results obtained 
since, the higher the students’ level, the greater the number of correct answers in the legal context, as their 
knowledge of general vocabulary is much wider and they have progressed from knowing only general vocabulary to 
also understanding specialised terms. In fact, the CEFR establishes that students with a B2 level “can understand the 
main ideas of complex text … including technical discussions in his/her field of specialisation”. As figure 3 
demonstrates, both B2 and C1 level students manage to infer the meaning of 64.4% terms on average as opposed to 
the A2 and B1 groups, at 30 points below (33.9%), almost half as much as the former. 
 
This is the reason why we incorporated another variable into our experiment, namely, considering if, apart from 
the terms being cognates in English and Spanish and/or being semantically equivalent in both languages, their 
presence among the most frequent 3,000 words of the BNC** would reflect itself on the students’ performance in the 
legal field. 
 
The results were also analysed individually, that is, we focused on the number of correct answer per term (table 
3), CEFR level and field (tables 4 and 5) with the aim of attempting to determine the relationship between the 
different criteria applied to group the terms examined (see table 2) and the results obtained. The terms selected to 
exemplify this analysis were conclusion (included in group 1), track (group 2), battery (group 3) and conviction 
(group 4)††. 
 
Table 3. Total correct answers per term 
 
 CONCLUSION (G1) TRACK (G2) BATTERY (G3) CONVICTION (G4) 
% ANSWERS 
 GENERAL  
CONTEXT 
81.25% 71.75% 87.5% 94.75% 
% ANSWERS 
 SPECIFIC  
CONTEXT 
81% 22.25% 37.75% 35.5% 
 
Table 4. Correct answers per term and CEFR group. General context 
 
 CONCLUSION (G1) TRACK (G2) BATTERY (G3) CONVICTION (G4) 
A2 GROUP 86% 31% 83% 79% 
B1 GROUP 72% 56% 67% 100% 
B2 GROUP 67% 100% 100% 100% 
C1 GROUP 100% 100% 100% 100% 
 
Table 5. Correct answers per term and CEFR group. Specific context 
 
 CONCLUSION (G1) TRACK (G2) BATTERY (G3) CONVICTION (G4) 
A2 GROUP 72% 14% 10% 10% 
B1 GROUP 72% 22% 28% 39% 
B2 GROUP 100% 33% 33% 33% 
 
 
** British National Corpus. 
†† See appendix to examine the contexts provided in each case. 
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C1 GROUP 80% 20% 80% 60% 
     
     
 
With respect to the first two terms, conclusion and track, the results are self-explanatory, whereas 81.25% 
students manage to translate the term conclusion accurately in the general context and 81% do so in the specific one, 
71.75% can infer the meaning of track in the general context. The percentage for track drops to 22.25% in the legal 
field, where only 10 students seem to grasp the legal sense of the term. In fact, table 4 shows how only the B2 and 
C1 students translate the term correctly in legal English (they obtain 100% correct answers). The greatest 
differences between conclusion and track can be found in the specific context (table 5) due to the fact that, while 
even A2 and B1 students produce 72% correct translations of conclusion, the percentages for track are noticeably 
low, only 14% and 22% students do it accurately in these two groups respectively. Therefore, the results support our 
initial hypothesis and help us validate our experiment as conclusion, from group 1, is a cognate with Latin origin in 
the L1 and the L2, conveying identical concepts in both languages. Moreover, it can be found amongst the most 
frequent 3,000 words of the BNC, as opposed to track, which is not a cognate either, hence the lower percentages of 
correct translations of the latter, from term group 2. 
 
Neither conclusion nor track acquire a legal sense when in contact with the legal context, yet, the meaning of the 
terms battery (group 3) and conviction (group 4) in the general and specific contexts are completely unrelated. They 
are cognates in Spanish and English (battery derives from the Latin word battuere and conviction from convictio). 
This fact reflects on the good results obtained in the general context given that 87.5% and 94.75% students are 
capable of identifying the general meanings of battery and conviction respectively. On the other hand, only 37.35% 
manage to understand the former and 35.5% the latter in the legal context. The results improve as the students’ level 
increases. 
 
As illustrated by table 5, 80% C1 students provide correct translations of battery, as opposed to 10% and 28% in 
the A2 and B1 groups. The figures are slightly worse for conviction since 60% C1 students seem to grasp its legal 
sense. Lower level students also appear to have greater difficulties to understand it, only 10% and 39% of those in 
the A2 and B1 groups produced correct translations of the legal term. Probably, the fact that conviction is not among 
the most frequent 3,000 words of the BNC might have influenced the lower rate of success even among C1 students, 
however, the data are not as conclusive as they are for the terms in groups 1 and 2 mentioned above. 
5. Final remarks 
This study has presented the results of a DDL experiment aimed to determine the role played by cognates in the 
acquisition of legal English terminology by Spanish learners. To that end, 56 first year students of legal English 
were provided with several legal English terms which were presented in two different contexts obtained from two 
corpora, one of them legal (BLaRC), the other one general (LACELL). They were requested to infer their meaning in 
both contexts and to provide a translation. Several factors were taken into consideration for the selection and 
categorisation of these terms based on their similarity or distance from their Spanish cognates in most cases (both in 
terms of form and meaning) and also on their presence among the most frequent 3,000 words of BNC. We attempted 
to trace the relationship between these factors and the learners’ language competence level established by 
administering them a level test prior to the experiment itself. 
 
As it was expected, the learners’ linguistic competence level was fundamental for their success in producing an 
accurate translation of the terms provided, particularly for the understanding of these terms in a specific context. 
This tendency was reflected not only on the general results but also on the number of correct answers per field. The 
C1 group managed to translate successfully 19.2 out of the 24 terms found both in the legal and the general English 
samples, 10 more than the lowest level group (A2), while the difference grew bigger within the legal field, obtaining 
almost 75% correct answers on average (three times as much as the A2 group). 
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The analysis of the results in association with the classification of the terms selected led to several conclusions. 
On the one hand, cognates whose semantic equivalence was total in both fields of English and Spanish presented 
less obstacles in their understanding regardless of the students’ competence level (86% students in the A2 group 
translated conclusion correctly in the general context while 72% did in the legal English sample), although the 
higher the level, logically, the more correct answers per term. On the other hand, greater difficulties were found 
when there was partial equivalence. For instance, the meaning of cognates such as battery or conviction, in spite of 
being accurately understood by 78.85% and 87.5% students respectively on average in the general context, could 
only be translated correctly by 10% students within the same level in the legal English sample, basically owing to 
their partial semantic equivalence in this field. The poorest results were produced in the translation of conviction 
within the legal context, the average percentage of correct answers was low even for the C1 group since only 60% of 
these students interpreted its legal sense correctly. 
 
Nevertheless, a larger number of informants would be required in order to reach more conclusive results in this 
respect, especially within the higher level groups. Moreover, a greater amount of terms should be analysed for the 
study to be grounded on a more solid basis. As stated above, this is just a preliminary approach which would require 
a further extension along these lines. Yet, given the scarcity of experiments of this sort in the legal field, this 
proposal could be regarded as an initial step taken towards a more comprehensive description of the influence of 
cognates in the process of acquisition of legal terminology across languages. 
Appendix 
A.1. General and specific usage samples of the terms selected 
 
TERM GENERAL CONTEXT 
(taken from LACELL) 
SPECIFIC CONTEXT 
(taken from BLaRC) 
CONCLUSION  
(GROUP 1) 
It's true that most Kaurismäki films don't have anything like 
a happy conclusion, but in this case the ending is completely 
beside the point. 
Following the conclusion of the hearing, I inspected the 
appeal property and certain other properties cited in 




The journey started easily enough, the way going up a track 
that in summer is an unsurfaced road used by tourists. 
 
There is no automatic allocation to a track. Allocation is 
a matter of judicial decision; it will be to one of the tracks 
specified in Part 26, each track being dealt with in Part 27 




The working life of a cordless tool battery depends, in large 
part, on how that battery is charged, and especially how the 
cells within a battery pack rise in temperature while 
charging. 
 
I question whether, in those circumstances, it is right for 
court, exercising its common law jurisdiction in tort, to 
permit a trial to proceed simply because it may enable his 
family to show that the victim was killed by battery as 
well as negligence. 
CONVICTION 
(GROUP 4) 
In a world torn by every kind of fundamentalism -religious, 
ethnic, nationalist and tribal - we must grant first place to 
economic fundamentalism, with its religious conviction that 
the market, left to its own devices, is capable of resolving all 
our problems. 
 
A person guilty of an offence under this regulation shall 
be liable on summary conviction to a fine not exceeding 
level 5 on the standard scale. 
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